ETHICS IN FORENSIC PATHOLOGY
Ethical, or moral behavior is essentially doing "good" and avoiding "harm." The mere mention of bioethics in medicine elicits as many different reactions and responses as there are physicians willing to discuss the subject. While it is a fascinating subject in the real world, while at the bedside of a dying patient, or in a discussion of a potential lapse in ethical behavior or testimony by a colleague, in academics it can often be a very dry topic, with many medical students wondering how this will ever apply to them. In reality, ethics touches every aspect of forensic pathology practice in the decisions we make daily. So why has the topic of ethics in forensic pathology, which is so pervasive, important, and has adversely affected more than one of our colleagues, not been a routine topic at our annual meetings and within our literature?
The main barrier to a meaningful discussion of ethics and what ethical behavior is in forensic pathology may be the breadth and depth of the subject itself. Some feel the topic so broad and so subjective that a meaningful and thoughtful analysis or discussion is pointless and doomed to fail. Others feel that it is best left ambiguous since it is often sensitive and subjective. Dealing with an ethical lapse by a colleague is often very uncomfortable and can have implications for his/ her medical license and career. This is why most medical schools, institutional residency training programs, and medical specialty societies have a Code of Scholastic Conduct Committee or an Ethics Committee. NAME has an established Ethics Committee to which concerns of ethical violations are brought, discussed and treated in a confidential manner, according to our bylaws and policies and procedures. NAME's code of ethical behavior applies to all NAME members and is found in our bylaws within Article X, Section 1. The section titled Ethics and Conduct reads as follows:
A. Every member of the Association shall refrain from exercising professional or personal conduct adverse to the best interests and purposes of the Association. In 2012 at the annual business meeting the NAME membership voted to remove the bylaw stating that we also follow the American Medical Association (AMA) Code of Medical Ethics.
Although the AMA Code of Medical Ethics is excellent, serving as a modern reference of bioethics, NAME members need no longer to concern themselves with them in regard to NAME.
The history of medical ethics is as old as the profession itself, with the Hippocratic Oath the most ancient and well known example of a medical code of ethical conduct. The Formula Comitis Archiatrorum from the 5th century reinforced the need for physicians' continuing education and consultation, followed by the first book of medical ethics, On these foundations, this issue of Academic Forensic Pathology was charged with providing meaningful discussions of the practical and academic ethical issues in forensic pathology practice. The topics discussed in this issue include ethical research issues in forensic pathology, organ retention, ethical peer review, disclosure of critical autopsy findings, ethical training of forensic pathology fellows, irresponsible testimony in court in deaths of children, and ethical issues when serving as an expert hired witness. These are some of the problems we face daily in the autopsy room, in court, and when dealing with families, our government overseers, the public, and ourselves so we can rest well at night. I sincerely wish to thank all the contributors to this issue of the Journal. If it causes some thought and a greater openness of discussion of ethics in forensic pathology then it will have been successful.
